Peter Sinclair
Peter Sinclair is a longtime advocate of environmental awareness and energy alternatives.
A lifelong Michigan resident, Mr. Sinclair developed
a deep love for the Great Lakes while spending many
summer days on a small family sailboat, on lakes
Michigan, Huron, and Superior.
He then worked his way through the University of
Michigan as a deckhand on Great Lakes freighters.
An award winning graphic artist, illustrator, and
animator, Mr. Sinclair runs Greenman Studio from his home in Midland, MI. Mr. Sinclair's cartoons
and illustrations have appeared in
newspapers around the world, and
his work has been profiled in numerous publications, including the New
York Times, The Utne Reader,
and HaAretz of Jerusalem. Mr.
Sinclair has thirty years of writing
and activism in the areas of energy
and environment, including extended study in Nashville with Al Gore and the world's
leading climate experts.

S

habbat Shalom: Your 30 years of writing and
activism in the areas of energy and environment and your cooperation with Al Gore has
made you one of the most important spokesmen on behalf of the dying world. What has triggered this passion and this interest? Could you give
our readers a glimpse of your personal journey on
these matters?
I quite literally grew up with these issues. My
mother began to ask questions about a large nuclear power plant that was being sited within the
city limits of Midland, Michigan,
at the time that I was a teenager.

We were viewed
as being “against
progress.”
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Our family became the target
of the entire town’s anger, as we
were viewed as being “against
progress” and a threat to Dow
Chemical, the town’s major employer, that was a partner with
Consumer’s Power in the project.
Our phones were tapped, we had
death threats regularly, there was
an attempt to destroy my father’s law practice,
and the brakes were tampered with on his car.

The whole story was eventually written up in the
Wall Street Journal and was profiled on “60 Minutes” back in the 80s.
When Three Mile Island melted down in 1979,
Dow Chemical, and a lot of other folks, realized
that the Midland plant, which was a genetic twin to
Three Mile in design, was a millstone around their
neck, and a threat to the state’s economy. What
ended up happening is that Consumer’s turned
out to be incapable of competently managing the
construction, and Dow Chemical eventually realized that and sued them for half a billion dollars
for breach of contract and because Consumer’s was
falsifying documents that they filed to the Nuclear
Regulatory Commission.
Midland ended up with a very efficient gas turbine plant, Michigan Cogeneration Venture, a
relatively low carbon solution, which has been a
solid part of the community now for many years.
I think Michigan Cogeneration and existing facilities like it will be key players in transitioning Michigan to a renewable
economy over the next decade
or two.
Shabbat Shalom: In your view,
what is the most serious case for
being worried about the world?

reach, but it seems much more thinkable than it
would have been just a few years ago.
We can do this. We can make the changes that
we need to make, and we can do it in a way that
benefits our workers and our economy as well as
the environment. In spite of the recent economic
downturn we are at the beginning of an economic
boom led by renewable energy that will make the
Internet boom seem like a small speed bump.
Having said that, it’s true that I have many dark
moments when I reflect on the opportunities that
have been lost in the last 30 years. At the end of the
1970s, I, along with a lot of other people, thought
that the country was finally “getting it” that being
dependent on Middle Eastern oil and fossil fuels
was dangerous for our economy and security as
well as the environment. Then we elected leaders
who took us in exactly the direction of more fossil dependence, a decision that has led now to at
least three wars (depending on how you count),
millions of lives lost, terrible economic waste, and
environmental devastation. It’s
sobering to reflect on the consequences and what might have
been done differently.

There is a lot of room
for optimism.

I’ll agree with the premise of your question that
there is a lot that is serious, sad and scary about
what is going on in the world.
But I want people, especially young people to
know, that there is a lot of room for optimism.
We are witnessing an explosion in renewable energy that is almost too rapid to track. Even people
who have been following developments closely
are amazed at how quickly renewable energy, particularly wind and concentrated solar power, are
coming on line.
When I first met Al Gore two years ago, he was
still saying that we would have to use coal and sequester the CO2 for some years ahead. More recently, I think he’s come out in favor of taking the
direct route and going completely to renewables
for electrical generation in the very near term—a
decade or so. That’s a high bar, and maybe out of

Shabbat Shalom: You have addressed Christian and Jewish audiences, and I assume you are a religious person. Why do you think a
religious person should be concerned with ecology?
My sense of the spiritual is that I believe the revealed literature of our Western tradition, as well
as the traditions of every culture, are based on the
lessons that prophets and visionaries have learned
from the natural world.
The Book of Job and Psalms come to mind, as well
as Jesus’ examples in the Sermon on the Mount,
the lilies of the field. The Old Testament prophets, as well as Jesus, went to spend time in the desert in order to contemplate the unadorned natural
world, which is the book that we all have to learn
to read if we are to survive as a species.

Shabbat Shalom: Do you think that a Jewish-Christian view of the world which describes the relationship
between humans and the world in terms of dominion
and exploitation plays a role in ecological abuses?
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Well, I think greed and ignorance will use anything to achieve their ends, and that includes religion, maybe especially, because the spiritual impulse is so fundamental and so human.
In fact, we could look at the Sermon on the Mount
as a seminal ecological manifesto. It celebrates humility and a sense of our kinship with the natural
world.
Franklin Roosevelt said,“We have always known that
heedless self-interest was bad morals, now we know
that it is bad economics.” It seems to me that should
be even clearer now than when he first said it.
Shabbat Shalom: What about the other extreme of
worshiping nature and respecting “Mother Earth”? Do
you think that the neo-pagan attitude is the way to go?
I was looking at the program for an upcoming
Earth Day event and saw that it included some
activities that would fit into that “neo-pagan” category. I think any time you overtly project your
own sense of spiritual orthodoxy onto anyone
else in the public sphere, you make an error. I
think that’s another thing that Jesus warned about
on the Mount.
The basic spiritual impulse in all people is the same,
but we let language and forms trip us up. John
Kennedy was speaking to all generations when he
said, “In the final analysis, our most basic common
link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all
breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s
future. And we are all mortal.” I think as long as we
keep those words in mind, we won’t stray too far
from the basic principle of compassion.
Shabbat Shalom: What advice would you give to
those who understand the urgency of the issue and
wish to do something about it?
Tell someone.
Then tell someone else.
Then tell someone else.
You don’t have to have a Ph.D. to look around and
see that we are out of balance on this planet. We
need spiritually aware people to say what their
hearts are prompting them to say. And, in addition to speaking, we need to listen. There is a ter20 SHABBAT SHALOM

rible rift between “spiritual” people and “scientific”
people that need not exist.
Our scientists, maybe even especially those who
are not religious people, deserve our respect, because their discipline is one of seeking the truth. I
think St. Paul said “Prove all things. Hold fast to
that which is good.” Sounds like a great definition
of the scientific method; would that we all held
ourselves to such a standard!
I believe it is our disconnect from nature that is
the root not only of our environmental problems
but of spiritual malaise as well.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you think that we have reached
a point of no return and that from an ecological point
of view we are observing the end of the world? Are
you optimistic? Or is it hopeless?
There are those that think we have already gone
beyond the “tipping point,” to where we can no
longer recover.
I have to respect the opinion of James Hansen,
the NASA researcher who first announced to the
world that NASA had detected the signal of global warming. I remember it vividly, because it was
on my birthday, June 23, 1988. Since then, if you
had been betting against Hansen’s predictions,
you would have lost a lot of money, so I think he
has a credible track record on climate. He says it
is not too late, but time has run out for dithering. We have to take steps to see that CO2 output
peaks in the next 5 years or so, and then levels off
and declines radically.
According to Hansen, this is a project for the next
5 or 10 generations, to bring CO2 back below the
levels they were at 50 years ago or so. (We are now
at about 390 parts per million. We need to not
only level off but get back below 350 ppm.)
The fossil record indicates that the world as we
have known it cannot survive in its present form
with CO2 levels where they are now or higher.
Shabbat Shalom: Do you think that we can still save
the world?
Colin Powell said, “Optimism is a force multiplier,” and I believe that. Since I have children, de-

spair is not an option. Our grandchildren will not
take despair as an excuse. The unborn of the next
10,000 generations are depending on us, what we
do now, the decisions we make.
Whenever I need inspiration, I also imagine the
faces of my grandchildren, yet unborn, and what I
might say to them when they ask me, as they will,
“Did you know what was going on? And what did
you do about it?”
Shabbat Shalom: If there is one spiritual lesson to learn
from the present state of this world, what would it be?
That we are all connected, that life is a seamless
web; pulling on one strand affects every other, and
what is done to the least of us eventually comes
around to all of us.
The good news is that each of us is potentially the
fulcrum that can move the whole world. If even
a few of us can fully grasp that, we can make the
change we need.

Why the World?
"Each man should say: 'The
world was created for my sake'"
Mishnah, Sanhedrin, 37.

"The world exists for the sake of
him/her who sacrifices his/her
soul for the benefit of the world"
Zohar, III, 29a.

SHABBAT SHALOM 21

